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The Practice of Dream Healing: Bringing Ancient Greek Mysteries Into Modern Medicine. Edward Tick, PhD. (2001) . Wheaton, IL: Theosophical Publishing House. $18.95, 293 pp., paperback. ISBN: 0-8356-0799-2. DOI: 10.1177/1076167503254358 With this poetically written work, psychotherapist Edward Tick, PhD, makes the case for the revival of an ancient healing tradition: the Asklepian cult. Asklepios, god of healing, was portrayed in statues as a bearded male and was one of the most widely worshipped pagan gods of antiquity. His cult originated in Trikka in central Greece about 1300 BCE and spread to encompass much of the Mediterranean world until its eradication by Christianity about 500 CE. Asklepian priest-physicians administered to the sick in temples set up in a manner reminiscent of today's healing retreats or spas. There, patients would undergo several days of fasting or dietary changes, baths, saunas, and other forms of purification, as well as praying and offering sacrifices to Asklepios. They would then enter the abaton, a womb-like chamber set aside for solitary meditation and "dream-incubation." Asklepios would appear in the patients' dreams and recommend particular remedies. Many cures were claimed. During late Hellenistic and Roman times, Asklepios came to be seen as not only a god of healing but also as an all-purpose savior with power over the entire universe. His cult thus came into direct competition with early Christianity, which responded by branding the cult a fraud and Asklepios a demon. The Asklepian temples were destroyed, as were most of his statues (although many were simply renamed as representing Jesus). The ritual of dreamincubation, however, survived for a time in isolated areas in a Christianized form. One instance was the fifth-century cult of St. Thecla, in what is today Turkey. Thecla would appear to the sick who slept in her church, bringing healing epiphanies like those of Asklepios.
Tick argues that today's "hyper-rational and secularized" society desperately needs the reintroduction of mythologies that can provide meaning and integration. He compares our current situation with that of Athens in 429 BCE and of Rome in 291 BCE, when the cult of Asklepios rapidly rose to great popularity. Like today, he says, those were times of intense internal and external social crisis, when the "vacuums in the individual and collective psyches . . . mobilize [d] the energies of the healer archetype to enter the culture" (p. 100).
Tick himself leads small tour groups of patients to Greece, where he guides them through Asklepian rituals. In the ruins of the Asklepian temples, he has them pray to Asklepios and pour libations to him. Tick describes several of their healing dreams, as well as his own. He reports a dramatic alleviation of the symptoms of hemochromatosis in one patient. Others gained important psychotherapeutic insights.
Tick is careful to add that reviving the worship of Asklepios need not challenge Christianity. Rather than worshipping Asklepios as god, he explains, "We focus on Asklepios as a particular imaginal form through which the healing aspect of God came to the ancients and can come to us" (p. 162). It is questionable, however, whether most monotheists would agree with him. Christians, for example, would likely be reluctant to replace their devotion and prayers to Jesus with devotion, prayer, and sacrifices to Asklepios such as Tick recommends. His recommendations are also at odds with Judaism, which carefully avoids the personification of God in any way.
In fact, all of the benefits of Asklepian rituals can be obtained without any recourse to Asklepios. Many cultures have traditions of healing through special times set aside for immersion in dreams, for example, the Native American vision quest or the ancient Jewish tradition of the taanit chalom or dream-fast (Zuess, 2003) .
Theological objections aside, this is an engaging account of a search for meaning and healing. It provides interesting historical and firsthand insights into Asklepian rituals. Psychotherapists with an interest in mythology will find it particularly useful.
